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Tourist  
A black man poled the dugout through the narrow swathes of water that meandered through 
the high grass like a delta’s version of alley ways, while I lay on my back—having kicked off 
my shoes and rested my feet on the prow—watching my toes point at Africa’s version of sky, 
so sparse and blue, uninterrupted here by trees. 
 
The sound of the dugout being driven through the reeds hissed in my ears, but the man 
standing behind me did not speak. Every now and then the convoy of tourists of which I was 
a part stopped, and the man—I would rise to look at him then—pointed out the shining ears 
and snouts of hippopotami in brown lagoons or the complex ripples of alligators.  
 
The procession pulled up at an island, where the men disappeared to rest, leaving me and the 
other tourists to play at poling the dugouts, which proved too hard. I had forgotten to pack 
water for myself, and there was no lunch, and so I sat in a shady spot on the shore—for there 
were trees in these parts—watching dragonflies capturing the sunlight like stained glass. A 
German man climbed a tree, playing Tarzan with lianas. There was a snake on a nearby limb, 
moving as slowly as the boughs of the tree if there had been wind. The young man climbed 
back down.  
 
When the men reappeared, they poled us through the labyrinthine paths that cut through the 
tall grass to a silt-brown pond encircled by reeds where they said we could swim. The 
dugouts we sat in barely drifted on the water. One woman removed her shirt and shorts and, 
wearing a red bikini, slipped in. The man poling her dugout, leaning over and holding her 
upper arms, helped her get in the boat again. 
 
The next day I flew over the delta in a light plane. From this new perspective the tracks 
through the grass below were as clear as highways. Elephants and hippopotami sunned 
themselves on islands and in pools, the swamplands stretching to the horizons of a sky 
divided into the clear blue of yesterday and a dark grey in the east like something biblical. 
Lightning tore the charcoal half-dome of the sky, the plane’s drone filling the space of sound. 
The wind held the aircraft as if it was a bird, and I gripped the paper bag on my lap with my 
hands.  
 
When I got back to my tent, I regurgitated all of this, dutifully, in my travel diary. 
 
